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Our brief history of the English Bible is framed by two 
lecterns. The first carries the first printed Bible (in fac­
simile), the Gutenberg of 1455, the second lectern, the 
Arion Press Bible of 2000, perhaps the last ever to be 
printed, like the Gutenberg and many after, by hand 
and moveable type.
The Susan Dunleavy Collection
At La Salle University, the Susan Dunleavy Collection 
of Biblical Literature has grown significantly since its 
beginnings some twenty-five years ago. Its special em­
phasis has been on Biblical illustration, but English 
translations of the Bible have also been a particular in­
terest. And that is the subject of the current exhibition.
The first English translation of the New Testament was 
published by William Tyndale in 1526. But surpris­
ingly enough, Tyndale’s version came only after sev­
eral translations of the Latin Vulgate of St. Jerome into 
the vernaculars of France, Spain, Italy, Germany and 
other European countries. The Vulgate itself, the ap­
proved Catholic version, was soon to be re-examined, 
as studies in Greek and Hebrew were introduced to 
English and continental universities by Erasmus and 
other Renaissance humanists. Thus, scholars were 
tracing the Latin versions available to the original He­
brew and Aramaic of the Old Testament and the Greek 
of the New Testament. They were interested in the ac­
curacy of such translations, but also in how well their 
own translations could best fit the idiom and usage of 
the vernaculars of their day.
In addition to such textual concerns, Reformers like 
Tyndale and Luther wanted to break the monopoly of 
Latin in order to broaden the reading of the Bible 
among those literate in the vernacular—and those who 
would understand the Bible when they heard it. The 
Reformers also used their footnotes and glosses to the 
text to attack regrettable abuses in the Church of the 
day.
It was in the ferment of these changes that the remark­
able tradition of the English Bible began. We note its 
development here in a number of important versions 
over the last five centuries, most of them in their first 
edition.
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FIRST CASE
1. Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536)
Novum Testamentum...AB Erasmo 
Basel: Johann Froben, 1522
This is the third edition of Erasmus’s translation of the 
New Testament into Latin from his new Greek text. 
The Greek text (1516) was widely used by European 
translators, including Tyndale and Luther. Erasmus 
was the most important of the Renaissance humanists. 
He published books to encourage the study of ancient 
languages and literature; edited earlier texts including 
the works of Aristotle; traveled throughout Europe to 
support his positions during the growing social ills and 
increasingly bitter religious and theological quarrels of 
the time; developed deep friendships with other hu­
manists like Thomas More, trading satire and wit as in 
the exchange of More’s Utopia for his Praise o f Folly. 
He died finally in Basle on July 12, 1536.
2. Jaques Lefevre d’Etaples (c. 1460-1536)
Quincuplex Psalterium 
Paris: Henry Estienne, 1509
A first edition of an early comparative study of biblical 
texts, in this case five Latin versions of the Psalms with 
commentary. It was the first Protestant book published 
in France, stressing that only the individual’s inner
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light from Christ was needed to grasp and interpret 
scripture. The book has an important association. It 
was probably a gift to the leading English humanist at 
the time, the chancellor of Oxford University John 
Fisher, bishop of Rochester and close friend of Thomas 
More. Fisher’s name is carved on the edges of the 
book’s leaves. Both Fisher and More were martyred 
under Henry VIII, after his marital problems and 
switch to the Reformation cause. Both were canonized 
in the 20th century.
3. William Tyndale (c. 1494-1536)
The New Testament
Cologne, Worms: Peter Quentell, Petra Shoeffer, 1526 
20th Century Facsimile (London, 1976)
The first printing of a New Testament in English was 
the work of a young former priest who became a refu­
gee from Henry VIII’s initial persecution of the Re­
formers. In most of his work, Tyndale utilized the 
work of Erasmus and Luther; in fact, the first NT has 
been described as “Luther in English.” Some 15,000 
copies of Tyndale’s first few editions were smuggled 
into England but were hunted down and destroyed. 
Only a single copy of the first edition (it had additional 
decoration) was known in 1976, when the limited- 
edition facsimile here was produced.
In 1535 Tyndale was treacherously betrayed and im­
prisoned in Antwerp. He was martyred at the stake in 
the following year. Had he lived a few months longer, 
he would probably have been freed, after Henry VIII’s 
sudden conversion to the Reformation.
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3. Miles Coverdale (c. 1488-1569)
Biblia: The Bible that is the Holy Scripture o f the Olde 
and New Testament, faithfully and truly translated out 
o f Due he and Latyn into Engl is he
Antwerp: Martin de Keyser, 1535
Coverdale was the translator and editor of this, the first 
complete Bible in English. A priest who had joined the 
Reformers, he fled England in 1528 for Germany and 
may eventually have gone to Antwerp. His edition of 
the Bible depends largely on Tyndale (New Testament) 
as well as Erasmus and Luther—and surprisingly 
enough, Pagninus (the Vulgate). His version of the 
Psalms became especially beloved over the centuries, 
as they were included in the Book of Common Prayer. 
A large proportion of his wording and even more of 
Tyndale’s, has survived in all subsequent editions and 
revisions of the English Bible.
SECOND CASE
1. John Rogers (c. 1500-1555)
The Byble... truly and purely translated into Englysh by 
Thomas Matthew
Antwerp, 1537 (1549)
The second Bible printed in English appeared with an 
alias using the names of two apostles. It isn’t clear 
whether this was a cover, in still perilous times, for the 
actual editor John Rogers—or a further cover for Tyn­
dale who had died at the stake the year before but
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whose translations were still proscribed.
It was essentially Tyndale that Rogers worked with, 
having preserved many of his manuscripts. Thus, he 
continued to work on drafts of OT books that had not 
been published, while lightly editing the NT and the 
Pentateuch which had. For other books of the OT he 
drew upon Coverdale. It was, then, Coverdale and 
Tyndale through Rogers, that provided the basic mate­
rial for the major versions to come in the following 
decades—and centuries thereafter. It was especially 
the fitness and clarity of specific words, phases, and 
cadences of Tyndale that survived intact—as in the 
Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke, 15):
And he said unto him: Son, thou wast ever with me, 
and all I  have, is thine: it was meet that we should 
make merry and be glad: for this thy brother was 
dead, and is alive again: and was lost, and is found.
2. Miles Coverdale (c. 1488-1569)
Biblia Anglica: The Byble in Englyshe, that is to say 
the content o f all holy scrypture...
London: Richard Grafton and Edward Whitechurch, 
1539
Tokyo: Elpis, 1991, a facsmile of the 1539 edition
The Coverdale Bible of 1539 is usually called “The 
Great” because of its size, as well as its general impor­
tance and impact. Its next edition (1540) was some­
times called “The Cranmer” after Thomas Cranmer, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury and the chief ecclesiastical 
patron of the project. But it might, with more reason, 
have been called “The Cromwell Bible” after Thomas 
Cromwell, King Henry’s Vicar-General, chief agent in
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the move to declare Henry “Supreme Head of the Eng­
lish Church,” and chief instigator in the project for a 
unifying edition of the Bible. For such initiatives, 
Henry made him Earl of Essex in 1540—but had him 
executed for high treason a few months later.
It was against the background of such radical change 
and upheaval that Miles Coverdale was asked to har­
monize his translation with more Protestant efforts like 
the “Matthew’s Bible” of 1537—and to drop conten­
tious footnotes and glosses. The result was indeed 
more ecumenical and felicitous. Cromwell also made 
it the first “authorized version,” issuing an injunction 
requiring every parish church to display a copy and to 
“expressly provoke, stir, exhort every person to read 
the same.” It was the beginning of the Bible’s role as 
the central book in every English home and town, for 
centuries to come.
3. Matthew Parker (1504-1575)
The Holie Bible conteynyng the Olde Testament and 
the Newe
London: R.Jugge, 1568 
The Bishops’ Bible
In the thirty years following the success of the Great 
Bible, there were continuing advances in solving trans­
lation problems of Greek and Hebrew texts. There 
were also new and competitive editions of the Bible, 
particularly the popular Geneva Bible of 1560.
The Anglican church under Queen Elizabeth thus set 
itself, with the leadership of Matthew Parker, Arch­
bishop of Canterbury, to refine the work of Coverdale
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in the Great Bible. A committee of some twelve bish­
ops was appointed by Parker to pursue the task, a com­
mittee it seems with more expertise in Greek than in 
Hebrew. They were instructed not to depart radically 
from the Great Bible, except when there were manifest 
differences from the original languages—and “to make 
no bitter notes upon any text.”
The book in this first edition, was handsomely printed, 
with woodcut illustrations in the text and portraits of 
Queen Elizabeth and two of her statesmen, Leicester 
and Cecil. In our time, it is still described as “the most 
sumptuous in the long series of folio English Bibles.”
THIRD CASE
1. William Wittingham (1524-1579)
Biblia Angelica: The Bible and Holy Scriptures con­
tained in the Old and Newe Testament...
Geneva: Rouland Hall, 1560
The Geneva Bible
During the short reign of the Catholic Queen Mary I 
(1554-1557), Geneva became a center of refugees from 
England. This early group of Puritans had John Knox 
as pastor and later William Wittingham. The latter 
prepared a revised New Testament for the group in 
1557 with a preface by Calvin. With the help of oth­
ers, he completed a new translation of the Old Testa­
ment, largely a corrected copy of the Great Bible—and 
published both Testaments in 1560. It was a good 
translation and a formidable competitor to the Great
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Bible.
Part of the appeal of this first edition was that it was 
the first Bible to be printed in the more readable roman 
type. It was also a smaller, portable size, with helpful 
annotations and, for the first time, a division into num­
bered verses. Between 1560 and 1640, some 150 edi­
tions were printed.
2. Gregory Martin (c. 1540-1582)
Biblia Anglica: The New Testament o f Jesus Christ, 
translated faithfully into English
Rheims: John Fogny, 1582
It was only belatedly that English Catholics entered the 
controversial field of biblical translation and commen­
tary. Their effort began in a small town in northern 
France, Douai, when William Allen, later cardinal, 
founded a small seminary in 1568 to prepare priests to 
minister secretly to the Catholics in England. (Of some 
400 over the years, about a third were captured and 
executed.)
Soon after the seminary was transferred to Rheims in 
1578, a young Oxford graduate, Gregory Martin, (who 
had become a Jesuit) joined the faculty. He became 
the principal translator of the Vulgate Bible. While 
faithful to the Latin versions available, Martin also 
used Coverdale’s work extensively. Many of his own 
distinctive phrases, though, were later adopted in the 
King James version.
While the Rheims NT was proscribed in England, it
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was ironically made available to Catholics after 1589 
in a lengthy critique by William Fulke, Master of Pem­
broke College, Cambridge. Fulke printed the entire 
Rheims translation and its annotations in parallel with 
the text of the Bishops’ Bible and his own vehement 
objections. But the book could be safely found in 
Catholic homes.
The OT text of Martin’s amazing industry had to wait, 
for financial reasons, some three decades before it was 
published in Douai. Martin himself died in 1582, just 
as his NT was published.
3. The First Edition of the King James Bible 
London: Robert Barker, 1611,1613
At the turn of the 17th century, England was basking in 
general success and prosperity—politically with the 
union of Scotland and England under James I, eco­
nomically with the prospect of colonization in the 
Americas, militarily with the defeat of the Spanish, and 
culturally with the achievement of Shakespeare and 
other writers. The English church, too, had been rela­
tively stabilized, so that it could entertain Puritan sug­
gestions for a common prayer-book and Bible.
In a meeting at Hampton Court in 1604, King James 
took the initiative in the last matter and called for a ma­
jor project for the revision of the Bishops’ Bible. As 
the project developed in the following years, some fifty 
of the nations’ major scholars were drafted. These 
were divided into three basic committees, each of these 
divided into two groups, the six then assigned portions 
of the OT and NT. Serious work in the committees be­
lt)
gan in 1607 and as each book of the Scripture was 
completed—with comparative study not only of the 
Bishops Bible but also of Tyndale, Coverdale, Geneva 
and even Rheims and the Greek and Latin originals— 
the books were sent to the other groups and to final re­
visers.
After final editing, two printing houses were em­
ployed—and a slight variation emerged in the develop­
ing result. In Ruth 3, 15, one text read “he went into 
the city,” the second “she went into the city.” The “he” 
text went through the press first and was published in 
1611. The “she” version, printed mainly in the same 
year, had further delays, did not appear until 1613, but 
is still considered a first edition.
In any event, the final result of this “Authorized Ver­
sion” was a resounding success, one that soon outshone 
the Geneva and other competitors. It remained basi­
cally unchanged until its first revision in the late 19th 
century and was cherished for its dignity, the cadences 
of its language, its simplicity and power.
FOURTH CASE
The last Historical Catalogue o f Printed Bibles (1968) 
lists some 2000 different English Bibles printed since 
the King James Bible of 1611. There are probably sev­
eral hundred more in print since 1968. The last display 
case here will first offer a suggestion of important 
Philadelphia Bibles over that period and then a sample 
of important revisions of basic Bibles in the same four 
century span.
11
1. Christopher Saur (1693-1758)
Biblia Das is Die Seilige Alter undNeus Testament... 
Germantown: Christopher Saur, 1743
This was the earliest Bible printed in America in a 
European language. Based on Luther’s version, it was 
intended to harmonize the conflicting beliefs of differ­
ent German sects who had settled in the Germantown 
area.
Christopher Saur set up his print shop when he was 
seventeen. His paper was from the first paper mill in 
the Colonies, established in 1690 by William Ritten- 
house and located nearby on a branch of the Wissa- 
hickon Creek.
Saur’s son and grandson produced later editions of his 
Bible in 1763 and 1776, both also in the Dunleavy Col­
lection here. The latter edition was called “The Gun- 
wad Bible,” since many of the unbound sheets of the 
Bible were used as wadding for musket cartridges dur­
ing skirmishes with the British in Germantown during 
the Revolution.
2. Matthew Carey (1760-1838)
The Holy Bible: Translatedfrom the Latin Vulgate... 
and first published by the English College at Doway
Philadelphia: Carey, Steward and Co., 1790
Carey’s was the first Catholic Bible printed in the 
United States, indeed probably in the New World. 
This enterprising and colorful Irishman became a
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printer and bookseller in Dublin when he was only fif­
teen. Four years later he published an anonymous 
pamphlet demanding the repeal of the oppressive Penal 
Laws—and had to find a safe haven in the Paris office 
of Benjamin Franklin. Some time after his return to 
Dublin, he served a term in jail and finally fled to 
Philadelphia. Here he set up again as a printer and was 
active in the civic life of the city for several decades.
3. Robert Aitken (1734-1802)
The Holy Bible containing the Old and New Testa­
ments
Philadelphia: Printed and sold by R. Aitken, Book­
seller, opposite the Coffee House, Front Street, 1782
With the onset of the American Revolution there devel­
oped a sudden shortage of Bibles in the Colonies. The 
Bibles had been imported from England rather cheaply, 
and none of the fifty some printers in the Colonies had 
resources of printing fonts or the funds to attempt such 
a large project.
In July 1777, a group of clergymen petitioned Congress 
to have Bibles printed, if not with government subsidy, 
at least with some price control. The committee the 
petition was referred to—it included John Adams— 
reported that the difficulties of such a project in war­
time were too great—and that Bibles should be im­
ported from Scotland and Holland.
Nothing was done, however, until 1781, when the Scot­
tish emigre and Philadelphia printer Thomas Aitken 
sought Congressional approval for a small (6” x 3”)
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Bible he was already working on. He suggested that a 
committee inspect his project, and about the same time 
he asked the Commonwealth for financial support.
That was offered but only as a loan. In September,
1782, the two chaplains of Congress inspected the con­
cluding work and indicated their enthusiastic support.
Aitken published the work forthwith, just as the war 
was ending—and with a notice of Congressional ap­
proval. The edition sold modestly well, but Aitken ex­
plained later to the Commonwealth’s tax collector that 
he had lost some L 4000 on the project. It was, never­
theless, a noble work.
4. Revisions of the major English Bibles
For the King James Bible, the important revisions were 
the Revised Version (1881-85), the American Standard 
Version (1896), the Revised Standard Version (1946- 
57), and the New Revised Standard Version (1990).
For the Douai-Rheims, the major revisions were those 
of Richard Challoner ( 1738-52) and the Catholic Bible 
Association in the Confraternity Version (1941); and 
two versions from the original languages rather than 
the Vulgate, The Jerusalem Bible (1970) and the New 
American Bible (1970). In general, there has been a 
more ecumenical agreement about the translations—as 
in the New English Bible (1970), a project of the 
churches of England and Scotland together with the 
Methodist, Baptist and Congregational churches.
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